
Independent Retail’s 
New Reality
CANADA’S retail market is transforming rapidly, 
as changing customers and competition affect in-
dependent retailers’ top and bottom lines. Despite 
perceived threats, this new reality presents great 
opportunities for reinvention and repositioning 
by facing these issues head on. 
 It’s an exciting time to be a retailer in Canada. 
Independent business owners certainly have their 
challenges, including the increasing sophistica-
tion and importance of e-commerce, and a dra-
matic shift in what customers expect from the in-
store experience. To keep their business healthy 
and thriving, retailers of all sizes must be more 
efficient, agile, and customer-friendly. For some 
business owners, this is easier said than done.
 The good news is that this period of change is 
also a period of tremendous opportunity for in-
dependent retailers. While the “retail apocalypse” 
(where no one goes to stores and everything is or-
dered and delivered) is an interesting fiction, the 
numbers don’t support it. Both average mall sales 

in Canada and total location-based retail sales 
have increased since 2015, according to data re-
leased by the International Council of Shopping 
Centres and by Statistics Canada. 
 The key for retailers to succeed in the modern 
retail world is to understand how the new reality 
is affecting their business and to devise a strong 
plan for growth. 
 This and more will be detailed in BDO’s Retail 
Trends in Canada 2018 report, set for release in 
early September. What follows is a summary of 
what you’ll find in the report.

BDO RETAIL TRENDS IN CANADA 2018 REPORT

• The report offers an overview of retail trends affect-
ing mid-market and independent retailers in Canada.

• It provides practical advice on how to adapt their
business to these changes.

• It’s full of action items all mid-market and independ-
ent retailers can follow in their own ways.
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Independent retail’s big challenges
 Regardless of the industry or subsector, in-
dependent retailers are all faced with similar chal-
lenges: how to compete with e-commerce, how to 
keep up with technology, and how to be a destina-
tion worth visiting.

E-commerce’s meteoric rise
While a world without bricks and mortar retail

isn’t realistic, it’s impossible to ignore the fact 
that online shopping sessions are rising by a sig-
nificant rate. 
 According to data from Statistics Canada and 
research provider eMarketer, e-commerce sales 
in Canada range from 2.6 percent to a predicted 
9 percent of total retail sales. In 2017 alone, total 
online retail sales grew by almost 30 percent, ac-
cording to eMarketer. Canadians may have been 
slower to adopt e-commerce in comparison with 
the rest of the world, but there’s no disputing that 
online shopping is on the rise.
 And why wouldn’t this be the case? For some 
purchases, ordering online is easier and faster. 
There’s no parking to find, no lineups to contend 
with, and more time is left in the day for leisure 
or other tasks. These are tough obstacles to over-
come—but definitely not insurmountable.

Technology with a purpose
 A tech-savvy clothier lets customers use in-
store virtual and augmented reality to see what 
a shirt will look like on them. Some store owners 
may not know where to begin to compete with 
that; they worry about losing customers to a 
store down the street that sells the same thing, 
but in a more engaging and entertaining way. 
Business owners may be tempted to jump on the 
bandwagon and overspend on technology before 
mapping out a solid business plan to use it. 

INTERESTING STAT
Retail e-commerce orders grew by 26.82 percent 
in Canada in Q2 2018, but the average order value 
(AOV) actually decreased by approximately 3 per-
cent (source). This indicates an e-commerce ceiling. 
Items that don’t require a first-hand look (like diapers 
and funny t-shirts) will continue to be bought online. 
But items that do need to be examined (like wedding 
rings and baseball gloves) won’t be.
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SIX RETAIL CATEGORIES WHERE SHOPPING 
EXPERIENCE MATTERS

Independent retailers have to find new ways to 
entice customers to visit their stores, beyond the 
products they sell.

Customer expectations
 Shopping used to be about product and price. 
Today, most products and the best prices are on-
line, so shoppers gauge a store by the experience: 
how they feel when they’re in the store.
 Stores around the world that understood this 
15 years ago have grown into global brands—and 
they’re all coming to Canada now. Independent 
retailers may find it challenging to compete with 
these brands’ hype and their product offering. 
Shoppers may choose these big names because 
they’re legitimately offering a better experience.

Invest in technology, but do it wisely.
 It’s all too easy to get caught up in the bells 
and whistles of the latest platform or application. 
Technology should align with a business strategy 
focused on an experience customers would ap-
preciate and find value in.

Retailers should be looking at technology as 
a way to create an effective omnichannel selling 
structure. This could be an e-commerce site opti-
mized to draw in new customers supported by a 
mobile app; a click-and-collect program that saves 
and stores preferences that can be used for email 
promotions; or arming in-store staff with tablets 
and mobile POS devices so customers don’t have to 
wait in line. For retailers with greater resources, it could be something you won’t see anywhere 
else, like Sport Chek’s in-store Flightscope simulator that helps golfers perfect their swing.
 Having said that, smaller retailers should explore business cases for growth using new 
technologies. This could be front-of-the-house like mobile payments, or back-of-the-house 
like an enhanced data analytics platform that provides better business information.

Create a unique shopping experience
 Customers are looking to connect with brands, feel recognized, and be part of a community. 
Retailers who pay close attention to this and offer supportive services give shoppers a reason 
to go out of their way to visit a store. Pharmacies do this well: they have redefined their busi-
nesses as full-service health centres where people can obtain medication and information.

Clothing
I want to try 
it on.

Automotive
I want to test 
drive it.

Electronics
I want to hear/
see it in action.

Big Ticket Items
I want to know it’s 
what I want before 
I drop a mortgage 
payment on it.

Sporting Goods
I want to know I 
can use it.

Home 
Renovation
I want to 
see what it 
looks like.

TECHNOLOGY AND RETAIL: THE UMBRELLA

You own a store that sells umbrellas. One day, it starts to rain.
Beacon Technology – Informs everyone within 100 metres of your 
store that you’re offering 20 percent off umbrellas for the next hour.
Voice Assistants – Helps customers find the right 
umbrella for them based on size, pattern, and price.
Virtual Reality – Shows customers what the 
umbrella will look like next to their favourite 
jacket or pair of pants.
Mobile Pay – Lets customers pay for the 
umbrella with their phones so they don’t have 
to reach into their wallet with wet hands.



 Apple is another excellent example of this strat-
egy. They offer classes, support, and the ability to 
interact with everything they sell right there in the 
store. While customers can (and do) order Apple 
products online, Apple stores are always busy.
 Retailers should talk to customers about the 
pain points their products can’t solve. For example, 
the most expensive steak won’t help someone who 
can’t barbecue. That’s why smart grocery stores 
also offer cooking classes. It’s also why smart 
athletic shoe retailers have in-store quarter-court 
basketball facilities for shoppers to try out the 
shoes before they buy.

Double down on service
Customer service can define a business. The 

Ontario-based Farm Boy, which defines itself as 
the antithesis of big grocery chains, puts its focus 
on customer service and high-quality, fresh food. 
According to Cisco, over 85 percent of consumers 
are willing to pay higher prices in exchange for 
good service. Retailers should adopt a customer-
first approach and invest in the assets that will 
allow them to deliver the best service. 
 In many ways, this is a mixture of technology and 
experience. A customer relationship management 
(CRM) program enabled by analytics is a good 
example. A good CRM captures and integrates 

implicit and explicit custom-
er data based on any or all 
markers. The more a retailer 
can know about its custom-
ers and anticipate needs, the 
better they can serve—leading to a stronger likeli-
hood that a customer will return.

How can retail business owners build a plan 
for change?
 The first step should be to pre-register for 
BDO’s report, Retail Trends in Canada 2018, for 
more in-depth insight, strategies, and solutions 
for adapting your business to the changing retail 
market. To receive your copy, visit www.bdo.ca/
retailtrends.
 Then, between now and September 10, consider 
the benefits of a business and operations review 
to build a long-term, responsive strategy that 
aligns with the new reality of retail. A review will 
present opportunities for investments in technol-
ogy, ideas for creating unique shopping experi-
ences, and ways to improve service.

If you’re interested in a review like this, please 
contact Eric Matusiak, National Retail Leader 
with BDO Canada LLP at retail@bdo.ca to set 
up a consultation.

The customer isn’t always 
right. But they should 
always come first.

Retail Council of Canada
800 – 1881 Yonge Street
Toronto, ON M4S 3C4
Phone: (416) 922-6678
Fax: (416) 922-8011
www.retailcouncil.org

It’s not easy for retailers and consumer businesses 
to keep up with the many changes facing the retail 
industry. BDO’s Retail and Consumer Business 
Practice understands the impact of shifting market 
forces on businesses in this industry, tailoring 
strategies to help clients proactively manage the 
wide range of issues affecting their businesses.
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